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The recent rash of bombs found in Caracas churches and other public buildings has increased
concerns about public safety. It has also highlighted the strained relations between the government
of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and the Catholic Church.
Defense Minister Jose Vicente Rangel said the government is very concerned about the number of
explosive devices found in various buildings in Caracas since late July. He said the terrorist acts are
"a threat and a provocation designed to cause fear." The discovery of the low-intensity explosives
began July 25, when one of three devices placed in the church of San Francisco exploded. The
church is across the street from the Asamblea Nacional (AN) building. The device exploded in a
confessional in the church, injuring a 25-year-old woman and causing considerable damage to the
building. Since then, other explosive devices have been found in several churches in the capital, as
well as in other institutions and public buildings, including the headquarters of the Policia Tecnica
Judicial (PTJ), the Caracas metro offices, and the home of former President Carlos Andres Perez
(1974-1979 and 1989-1993).
Presidential assistant Nancy Matos said that members of the security police (Direccion de Servicios
de Inteligencia Policial, DISIP) had removed a device found at the entrance to the residence of the
former president on Aug. 3. Employees of Perez, who was in the Dominican Republic at the time,
found the device and called authorities. The string of threats continued.
On Aug. 5, a device was found at the Caracas church of Nuestra Senora del Carmen. It was also
removed by members of DISIP. Incidents add to insecurity The incidents are adding to the public's
already high sense of insecurity. Caracas has a very high crime rate, with an average of 100 violent
deaths each weekend. Venezuela has had its share of civil and military unrest but terrorism is a
problem most citizens associate with other countries, such as neighboring Colombia.
Interior Minister Luis Miquilena dismissed the anxiety as "exaggerated." Nevertheless, the
government deployed the National Guard to protect several churches and other buildings. Police
have not yet made any arrests in connection with the bombs. Officials vow to capture those
responsible, but Venezuelans are getting impatient with the lack of progress. "I can't believe that we
are so incompetent that we have not captured even one person behind the incidents," said Caracas
Mayor Alfredo Pena. "The government is using all of its security and intelligence resources to put a
stop to this and detain those responsible," said Rangel.
Police insisted they were making progress in their investigations. "Politicians have their own
agenda, they don't always have the best intentions," said Miguel Dao, chief of the Cuerpo Tecnico
de Policia Judicial (CTPJ), Venezuela's FBI. He suggested that someone is trying to aggravate the
problems between the government and the Catholic Church. Administration officials claim the
bomb threats are part of a growing conspiracy to destabilize President Hugo Chavez's government.
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"There has to be a political interest. It can't be explained in any other manner," Rangel said.
The bombs are part of "another campaign by the "escualidos" [political opposition] to try to weaken
the strength of the government, the country, and the Bolivarian revolution," said Chavez on his
radio program Alo Presidente on Aug. 4. Catholic Church temporarily closes churches The incidents
with the bombs have again publicized the strained relations between the Chavez government and
the Catholic Church.
Chavez has frequently clashed with members of the hierarchy who have criticized his efforts to
reform what he says was an elitist and corrupt political system. The president has questioned the
church's political belligerence and apparent closeness with the opposition. The Catholic Church
temporarily closed eight churches for three days after the explosion then held a public mass of
atonement.
The church is not "a political institution, nor do we participate in any ideological current, but it has
the duty to alert the citizens about acts of vandalism and terrorism," said Ignacio Velasco, cardinal
archbishop of Caracas, at the mass of atonement on Aug. 5. The latest skirmish between clergy and
politicians comes as the Asamblea Nacional is debating legislation to respond to the problems of
crime and public insecurity, among the principal problems facing the Chavez administration. 
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